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Abstract
The objective of this research is to examine the
effectiveness of Three Strikes Law at reducing rates of
violent crime. A systematic review of studies conducted
to assess the impact of this policy on stated outcomes
indicates that the policy is an ineffective means of
reducing violent crime. In addition, the policy increased
costs for prisons, overrepresented non-violent felony
offenders, and caused a massive increase in overcrowded
prisons.
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Introduction
Increased fear of crime and a perception that the
sentencing of offenders was too lenient (Clark, Henry, &
Austin, 1997)
• The punishment was not severe enough to deter
recidivism
• Abduction and murder of Polly Klaas
Contributed to a lack of deterrence on future criminal
acts
Public opinion called for a move from indeterminate
sentencing to determinate sentencing
• "Get Tough on Crime."
• Three Strikes Law (Clark et al., 1997)
Passed in California in 1994, Washington in 1993
Law works by stacking previous felony convictions on
top of the other
• 25 years to life
Known consequences in place for crimes

Studies Demonstrating Effectiveness
• Three Strikes Law deters crime by offenders’ fear of
lengthy imprisonment (Helland, & Tabarrok, 2007)
• Sample of 38,624 prisoners released in 1994, 7,183 of
which were released in California
• Using the threat of a third strike lowered arrest
rates by 17.2% (Helland, & Tabarrok, 2007)
• The arrest rate for offenders with one strike was 0.482
and 0.399 with two strikes
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Studies Demonstrating Ineffectiveness
• Overall, the law does not deter (Chen, 1999)
• Murder did not experience any reduction at all
• Actually Increased 12.9%
• Threat of third strike
• Use of the law to its fullest extent ineffective (Males,
Macallair, & Taqi-Eddin, 1999)
• Lenient counties show more positive results
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Summative Analysis
“Moral panics or symbolic crusades with only marginal
instrumental value in terms of improving the
effectiveness and efficiency of crime control" (Shichor &
Sechrest, 1996, p. 135).
Three Strikes Law is causing an aging prison population
• Second strike offenders are going into prison when
they are young and receiving a doubled sentence
and as a result, are remaining in prison until they
are significantly older (Katkin, 1971)
• Costs two to three times more
Prison overcrowding because of Three Strikes Law
(Brown, & Jolivette, 2005)
• Increasing inmate numbers
• $60,000 increase per second striker
Racial Disparities (Clark et al., 1997)

Conclusions
• Three Strikes Law was made to combat the increase of
violent crime and perceptions that violent felons are
not receiving proper sentences for the acts they
commit.
• Overall, the policy causes prison overcrowding, an
aging prison population, and huge increases in state
prison costs.
• Unintended negative effects outweigh any positive
• The use of Three Strikes Law is not a sound policy in the
deterrence of violent crime.
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